The logic of imaging in spine surgery.
Spinal imaging has rapidly evolved into a complex diagnostic field requiring specialized expertise. While many imaging modalities reveal portions of a topographic map of the spine necessary for surgery, only magnetic resonance imaging emerges as the imaging modality of widest and most efficacious first choice. With the increasing high-technology sophistication of modern imaging modalities, the spine surgeon must become completely conversant with the radiologic data produced by these imaging techniques. The authors present a logical approach to spinal imaging--an algorithm--based on etiologic classification and aimed at conserving medical resources and developing an optimal diagnostic pathway for spine injury and disease. Spine surgeons are urged to incorporate the interpretative insights of radiologists into the diagnostic process.